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Supple m e ntal Se curity Incom e  Unde rpaym e nts  Due  D e ce as e d Re cipie nts

Th e  attach e d final re port pre s e nts  th e  re s ults  of our re vie w  of th e  Supple m e ntal
Se curity Incom e  (SSI) unde rpaym e nts due  de ce as e d re cipie nts  (A-01-9 7-52006).
Th e  obje ctive  of our re vie w  w as  to de te rm ine  w h e th e r th e  Social Se curity
Adm inistration m ust re tain on its  re cords  inde finite ly be ne fits due  SSI re cipie nts  at
th e  tim e  of de ath .

You m ay w is h  to com m e nt on any furth e r action tak e n or conte m plate d on our
re com m e ndations .  If you ch oos e  to offe r com m e nts , ple as e  provide  th e m  w ith in
th e  ne xt 60 days .  If you w is h  to discus s  th e  final re port, ple as e  call m e  or h ave
your staff contact Pam e la J. Gardine r, Assistant Inspe ctor Ge ne ral for Audit, at
(410) 9 65-9 700.
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Supplemental Security Income Underpayments Due Deceased Recipients

Th is  re port pre s e nts  th e  re s ults  of our re vie w  of Supple m e ntal Se curity Incom e
(SSI) unde rpaym e nts due  de ce as e d re cipie nts .  Th e  obje ctive  of th is  re vie w  w as  to
de te rm ine  w h e th e r th e  Social Se curity Adm inistration (SSA) m ust re tain on its
re cords  inde finite ly be ne fits due  SSI re cipie nts  at th e  tim e  of de ath .

Eligibility for SSI be ne fits  ce as e s  w h e n a re cipie nt die s .  O rdinarily, unde rpaym e nts
due  an SSI re cipie nt at th e  tim e  of de ath  are  not payable  to a re cipie nt’s  e s tate .
H ow e ve r, unde rpaym e nts  can be  paid to an SSI e ligible  s urviving spous e , or to
ce rtain ine ligible  s pous e s  or pare nts  for up to 24 m onth s  afte r a re cipie nt die s .
SSA routine ly re m its  s uch  unde rpaym e nts  to survivors  w h o m e e t ce rtain
re q uire m e nts  and re q ue s t paym e nt w ith in 24 m onth s  of th e  re cipie nt’s death .  In
cas e s  w h e re  no e ligible  s urvivor e xists , or w h e n th e  s urvivor doe s  not re q ue s t
paym e nt, th e  unde rpaym e nt w ill re m ain on SSA’s  re cords  inde finite ly.

In conducting our re vie w , w e  ide ntifie d all unde rpaym e nts  of at le ast $1 re m aining
on SSA’s  re cords  for de ce as e d individuals  w h o w e re  SSI re cipie nts .  O ur e xtract
ide ntifie d 19 0,428 SSI unde rpaym e nts  totaling $74 m illion th at w e re  due
re cipie nts  at th e  tim e  of de ath  and re corde d on SSA’s  re cords  as  of M arch  19 9 7.
From  th e s e  19 0,428 unde rpaym e nts , w e  s am ple d 100 totaling $34,284 for
re vie w .  O f th e  100 cas e s  re vie w e d, no e ligible  s urvivor e xiste d for any of th e  100
sam ple  ite m s  and none  of th e  $34,284 re m aine d payable  to any survivor at th e
tim e  of our re vie w .  Proje cting th e  re s ults  of our sam ple  to th e  population, w e  are
9 5 pe rce nt confide nt th at at le ast 186,09 4 SSI unde rpaym e nts , w ith  an e s tim ate d
value  of $72.37 m illion, are  no longe r payable  to any survivors  and could be
re m ove d im m e diate ly from  SSA’s  re cords .1

                                    
1 Alth ough  our revie w  of 100 sam ple  cas e s  found th at all 100 w e re  no longe r payable  to anyone ,
sam pling e rror re s ulte d in our e s tim ate  of $72.37 m illion inste ad of th e  $74 m illion total value  of th e
population.
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Unde rpaym e nts  w h ich  are  not payable  to any survivor are  be ing m aintaine d on
SSA’s  re cords  inde finite ly be caus e  SSA doe s  not s e gre gate  unde rpaym e nt cas e s
w ith  SSI e ligible  s pous e s  from  all oth e r unde rpaym e nts .  SSI e ligible  s pous e s  are
e xclude d from  th e  24-m onth  application de adline  for re ce iving unde rpaym e nts due
de ce as e d re cipie nts .  Since  th e re  is  no application lim it for SSI e ligible  s pous e s ,
th e s e  s pous e s  re m ain e ligible  to re ce ive  th e  unde rpaym e nts  inde finite ly.  Th is
policy re s ults  in all unclaim e d unde rpaym e nts  be ing m aintaine d on SSA’s  re cords
inde finite ly e ve n w h e n no one  e xists  w h o w ould q ualify to re ce ive  th e
unde rpaym e nt.  M aintaining unde rpaym e nt re cords  th at are  not payable  to anyone
re s ults  in SSA’s  subs idiary accounting le dge rs  inaccurate ly re fle cting am ounts
payable  and re q uire s  SSA to e s tim ate  th e  am ount w h ich  is  truly payable  and w h ich
it re ports  in its  financial state m e nts .2

W e  re com m e nd th at SSA:

• Corre ct th e  approxim ate ly 186,09 4 SSI re cords  w ith  unde rpaym e nts , w orth  an
e s tim ate d $72.37 m illion, w h ich  are  not payable  to anyone .

 
• M ak e  a re gulatory ch ange  to e xpand th e  24-m onth  application de adline  to

include  SSI e ligible  s pous e s  s o th at all future  unde rpaym e nts  can be  re m ove d
afte r e xpiration of th e  24-m onth  application de adline .

In re s pons e  to our draft re port, SSA agre e d w ith  our first re com m e ndation, but
state d th at th e  inte nde d re s ults  of th e  s e cond re com m e ndation could be  obtaine d
w ith out pursuing a re gulatory ch ange .  (SSA’s  com m e nts  are  include d in full as
Appe ndix A.)

W h ile  w e  agre e  th at it is  pos s ible  for SSA to obtain th e  s am e  re s ult of corre cting
its  re cords  of unde rpaym e nts  not payable  to anyone  w ith out a re gulatory ch ange ,
w e  s till be lie ve  th at m ak ing th e  re gulations  cons iste nt for both  SSI e ligible  s pous e s
and oth e r spous e s  w ould be  adm inistrative ly e as ie r th an s e gre gating SSI e ligible
spous e s  w h e n corre cting th e  unde rpaym e nt re cords .  In th e  cours e  of our financial
state m e nt audit, w e  w ill e xam ine  th e  e ffe ctive ne s s  of th is  propos e d corre ctive
action and re cons ide r th e  ne e d for a re gulatory ch ange  at th at tim e .

                                                                                                                   
2 At th e  e xit confe re nce , SSA officials  state d th at th e ir re cords  indicate  th at as  of M arch  19 9 7,
th e re  w e re  approxim ately 9 06,000 SSI unde rpaym e nts  to de ce as e d re cipie nts  totaling $19 5 m illion.
W e  w e re  not able  to re concile  our figure s  to th is  am ount s ince  w e  do not k now  th e  m e th odology
us e d to calculate  SSA’s  figure s .  Th e  $19 5 m illion is  th e  am ount SSA w ould us e  to adjust th e
accounts  payable  for re porting in its  financial state m e nts .
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BACKGROUND

Th e  Em ploym e nt O pportunitie s  for D isable d Am e ricans  Act (Public Law  9 9 -643)
e xpande d SSA’s  auth ority to re m it be ne fits  afte r th e  de ath  of an SSI re cipie nt.
Spe cifically, th is  le gislation auth orize d SSA to pay be ne fits due  an SSI re cipie nt to
a surviving spous e  re gardle s s  of th e  s urviving spous e’s SSI e ligibility.
Additionally, th e  le gislation pe rm its  th e  pare nt of a disable d or blind SSI re cipie nt
w h o is  dece as e d to re ce ive  a re troactive  paym e nt w h e n due .  Pre viously, only an
SSI e ligible  s pous e  could re ce ive  a re troactive  paym e nt th at w as due  a de ce as e d
SSI re cipie nt.

SSI unde rpaym e nts  are  payable  to:

• an SSI e ligible  s urviving spous e;
 
• an ine ligible  s urviving spous e  w h o live d in th e  s am e  h ous e h old w ith  th e

unde rpaid pe rson at any tim e  in th e  m onth  of de ath  or during th e  6-m onth
pe riod pre ce ding th e  re cipie nt’s death ; or

 
• a surviving pare nt w h o live d in th e  s am e  h ous e h old w ith  th e  ch ild at any tim e

in th e  m onth  of de ath  or during th e  6-m onth  pe riod pre ce ding th e  re cipie nt’s
de ath  w h e re  th e  unde rpaid pe rson w as  a disable d or blind ch ild.

Title  20 of th e  Code  of Fe de ral Re gulations  (CFR) s e ction 416.542 proh ibits
paym e nt of SSI be ne fits  to a survivor, oth e r th an an SSI e ligible  s pous e , w h o
re q ue s ts  th e  paym e nt m ore  th an 24 m onth s  afte r th e  individual’s death .  Th is
re gulation re s ponds  to th e  ne e d to s e t a re asonable  adm inistrative  lim it on th e  tim e
a survivor m ay re q ue s t paym e nt of SSI be ne fits due  a de ce as e d individual.  Th e
lim it for oth e r th an an SSI e ligible  s pous e  w as  s e t at 24 m onth s  to m ak e  th e  tim e
th e  s am e  as  unde r th e  O ld-Age , Survivors  and D isability Insurance  (title  II)
provis ions  of th e  Social Se curity Act for re q ue s ting a lum p-sum  de ath  be ne fit.  No
tim e  lim it w as  s e t for SSI e ligible  s pous e s  unde r th e s e  re gulations .

SCO PE AND  M ETH O D O LO GY

Th e  obje ctive  of th is  re vie w  w as  to de te rm ine  w h e th e r SSA m ust re tain on its
re cords  inde finite ly be ne fits due  SSI re cipie nts  at th e  tim e  of de ath .  To m e e t our
obje ctive , w e :  1) obtaine d a le gal opinion from  th e  O ffice  of th e  Couns el to th e
Inspe ctor Ge ne ral, and  2) re vie w e d a sam ple  of unde rpaym e nts  re corde d on th e
re cords  of de ce as e d SSI re cipie nts .
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O ur sam ple  population cons iste d of 19 0,428 SSI unde rpaym e nts  value d at $13 or
gre ate r and re corde d on SSA’s  re cords  as  of M arch  19 9 7.  All of th e
19 0,428 cas e s  h ad a paym e nt code  indicating th at th e  re cipie nt w as  dece as e d.
From  th is  population, w e  s ele cte d a s im ple  random  sam ple  of 100 SSI
unde rpaym e nts .  Th e  total dollar value  of our sam ple  cas e s  w as  $34,284.  O ur
non-statistical e s tim ate  of th e  dollar value  of th e  population am ounte d to
$72.37 m illion and w as  calculate d bas e d on th e  proje cte d num be r of
unde rpaym e nts  w h ich  can be  re m ove d from  SSA’s  re cords  (186,09 4) m ultiplie d by
th e  ave rage  dollar value  of e ach  unde rpaym e nt of $388.87 ($74,051,451 total
value  divide d by 19 0,428 unde rpaym e nts).

For e ach  of our sam ple d cas e s , w e  de te rm ine d w h e th e r any survivor w as  eligible
to re ce ive  th e  unde rpaym e nt and ve rifie d th at th e re  w e re  no outstanding
ove rpaym e nts  on th e  re cipie nt’s  re cord w h ich  could offs e t th e  unde rpaid am ount.
In ve rifying w h e th e r any survivor w as  eligible  to re ce ive  th e  unde rpaym e nt, w e
re vie w e d th e  Supple m e ntal Se curity re cord of th e  de ce as e d re cipie nt to ide ntify
any SSI e ligible  s pous e s .

W e  did not re vie w  th e  inte rnal control proce dure s  as sociate d w ith  re cording of
unde rpaym e nts  becaus e  th e y w e re  not re le vant to our audit obje ctive .
W e  did, h ow e ve r, re vie w  SSA’s  com pliance  w ith  applicable  law s  and
re gulations .  W e  conducte d our re vie w  be tw e e n July and Nove m be r 19 9 7 in
Boston, M as sach us e tts .  O ur re vie w  w as  conducte d in accordance  w ith  ge ne rally
acce pte d gove rnm e nt auditing standards .

RESULTS O F REVIEW

At th e  tim e  of our re vie w , no e ligible  s urviving paye e s  e xiste d for any of th e
100 sam ple  ite m s  and all of th e  $34,284 in unde rpaym e nts  in our sam ple  cas e s
could be  re m ove d from  SSA’s  re cords .  H ow e ve r, in th e  th re e  follow ing cas e s ,
th e re  h ad be e n e ligible  paye e s  for a 24-m onth  pe riod, but th e  unde rpaym e nts  w e re
not claim e d during th at 24-m onth  pe riod and are  no longe r payable  to any
survivors .  W e  could not de te rm ine  w h e th e r SSA h ad notifie d th e s e  s urvivors  of
th e ir e ligibility to re ce ive  th e  unde rpaym e nts  s ince  th e  cas e  folde rs  w e re  no longe r
available .

                                    
3 W e  e xclude d unde rpaym e nts  of le s s  th an $1 from  our revie w  s ince  SSA w ill not pay an
unde rpaym e nt th at is  le s s  th an $1.  At th e  tim e  of our revie w , th e re  w e re  44,053 SSI
unde rpaym e nts  w h ich  w e re  e ach  le s s  th an $1 on SSA’s  re cords  for a total value  of $18,163.
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DATE O F
DEATH

ELIGIBLE
BENEFICIARY

UNDERPAYMENT
CAUSE

CURRENT
STATUS

10/01/87 H usband Re turne d ch e ck 4 for
$340

Spous e  w h o is  not SSI
e ligible .  Eligibility for re ce ipt
of unde rpaym e nt e xpire d
24 m onth s  afte r re cipie nt’s
de ath .

06/02/89 H usband Re turne d ch e ck  for
$184

Spous e  w h o is  not SSI
e ligible .  Eligibility for re ce ipt
of unde rpaym e nt e xpire d
24 m onth s  afte r re cipie nt’s
de ath .

08/01/9 1 M oth e r Re turne d ch e ck  for
$344

Eligibility e xpire d 24 m onth s
afte r re cipie nt’s death .

Th e  100 sam ple  cas e s  containe d unde rpaym e nts  w h ich  totale d $34,284.
Proje cting our re s ults  to th e  population of unde rpaym e nts , w e  are
9 5 pe rce nt confide nt th at 186,09 4 SSI unde rpaym e nts , w ith  an e s tim ate d value  of
$72.37 m illion, are  no longe r payable  to any survivors  and could be  re m ove d
im m e diate ly from  SSA’s  re cords .

Existing SSA re gulations  re q uire  th at unde rpaym e nt am ounts  are  payable
inde finite ly in cas e s  in w h ich  th e re  is  an SSI e ligible  s pous e .  H ow e ve r, re taining
th e  unde rpaym e nt am ounts  inde finite ly in cas e s  in w h ich  th e re  is  no e ligible  paye e
re s ults  in unne ce s s ary data storage  costs  and cre ate s  th e  appe arance  of a liability
w h e n in fact none  e xists .

If SSA  s e gre gate d cas e s  w ith  SSI e ligible  s pous e s , th e  re m aining cas e s  could be
autom atically re m ove d w h e n th e  application tim e  lim it e xpire s  24 m onth s
afte r a re cipie nt die s .  Alte rnative ly, if SSA am e nde d title  20 of th e  CFR,
s e ction 416.542(b) to e xte nd th e  24-m onth  application de adline  to SSI-e ligible
spous e s , all ne t unde rpaym e nt liabilitie s  could be  re m ove d 24 m onth s  afte r a
re cipie nt’s death .  As note d on page  6, past SSA actions  sugge s t th at SSA h as
th e  auth ority to m ak e  th is  re gulatory ch ange .

                                    
4 Th e  last ch e ck  s e nt to th e  re cipie nt w as  re turne d to SSA, cre ating an unde rpaym e nt on th e
de ce as e d re cipie nt’s  re cord.
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As  SSA  e xpre s sly note d in its  final rule s  on paym e nts due  de ce as e d SSI re cipie nts
in 58 Fe de ral Re giste r 529 09 , SSA ch os e  to m ak e  “. . . s eve ral oth e r ch ange s  th at
are  unre late d to th is  le gislation but w h ich  clarify longstanding policy or involve
ove rpaym e nt and unde rpaym e nt is s ue s .”  Furth e r, SSA cite d adm inistrative
conve nie nce , as  oppos e d to e xpre s s  s tatutory auth ority, to justify th e  24-m onth
application de adline .  Th us , e xcluding SSI-e ligible  s pous e s  from  th e  tim e  lim it w as
a policy de cis ion and SSA did not anticipate  a statutory im pe dim e nt to tak ing such
a pos ition.  In fact, in its  final rule s  in 58 Fe de ral Re giste r 529 09 , SSA note d th at
th e  24-m onth  application de adline  “. . . re s ponds  to th e  ne e d to s e t a re asonable
adm inistrative  lim it on th e  tim e  a survivor m ay re q ue s t paym e nt of SSI be ne fits
th at m ay be  due  a de ce as e d individual.”  W e  agre e  th at such  an adm inistrative
tim e  lim it is  ne ce s s ary and be lie ve  th at th e  s am e  tim e  lim it s h ould be  e xte nde d to
all unde rpaym e nts , including th os e  payable  to SSI-e ligible  s pous e s .

SSA pre pare s  and pre s e nts  its  financial state m e nts  so th at th e y are  cons iste nt
w ith  th e  re q uire m e nts  of th e  Fe de ral Accounting Standards  Advisory Board, th e
O ffice  of M anage m e nt and Budge t (O M B) Circulars , and th e  Ch ie f Financial
O ffice rs  Act.  O M B Circular A-134 re q uire s  th at age ncie s  apply State m e nts  of
Fe de ral Financial Accounting Standards  (SFFAS) in pre paring financial state m e nts .
SFFAS
num be r 1 state s  th at a liability is  a probable  and m e asurable  future  outflow  of
re s ource s  aris ing from  past transactions  or e ve nts .

Th e  SSI unde rpaym e nts  d e scribe d in th is  re port are  m e asurable  and did aris e  as  a
re s ult of past transactions .  H ow e ve r, th e s e  unde rpaym e nts  are  not probable
outflow s  of re s ource s  s ince  th e y are  no longe r payable  (or w e re  ne ve r payable ) to
any survivor.  As such , th e s e  unde rpaym e nts  s h ould not be  re corde d and re porte d
as  liabilitie s  in SSA’s  financial state m e nts .  To e nsure  th at th e s e  liabilitie s  are  not
re porte d in th e  financial state m e nts , SSA m ak e s  an adjusting e ntry for all
unde rpaym e nts  payable  on th e  re cords  of de ce as e d re cipie nts .  H ow e ve r, th is
adjustm e nt is  not m ade  to th e  unde rlying re cords  and doe s  not s e gre gate  th os e
re cords  w h e re  th e  unde rpaym e nt is  a true  liability from  th os e  w h ich  are  no longe r
payable  to anyone .  If SSA w e re  to adjust th e  individual re cords  w h e re  no paye e
e xists , th e re  w ould no longe r be  a ne e d for an ove rall adjusting e ntry for financial
state m e nt re porting and th e  s ubs idiary re cords  w ould accurate ly re fle ct am ounts
payable  to re cipie nts  and survivors .

RECO M M END A TIO NS

W e  re com m e nd th at SSA:
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1.  Corre ct th e  approxim ate ly 186,09 4 SSI re cords  w ith  unde rpaym e nts , w orth  an
e s tim ate d $72.37 m illion, w h ich  are  not payable  to anyone .

 
 2.  M ak e  a re gulatory ch ange  to e xpand th e  24-m onth  application de adline  to

 include  SSI e ligible  s pous e s  s o th at all future  unde rpaym e nts  can be  re m ove d
afte r e xpiration of th e  24-m onth  application de adline .

AGENCY CO M M ENTS

In re s pons e  to our draft re port, SSA agre e d w ith  our first re com m e ndation, but
state d th e  inte nde d re s ults  of th e  s e cond re com m e ndation could be  obtaine d
w ith out pursuing a re gulatory ch ange .  In th is  re gard, SSA state d th at actions
be ing tak e n in re s pons e  to our first re com m e ndation w ill e lim inate  th e  ne e d for a
re gulatory ch ange .  In th e  final rule s  publis h e d in 19 86, SSA de cide d not to pursue
a re gulatory ch ange  to include  e ligible  s pous e s  in th e  24-m onth  lim it for re q ue s ting
paym e nt of an unde rpaym e nt for tw o re asons .  First, SSA did not be lie ve  th e re
w ould be  a ne e d to h ave  a 24-m onth  lim it for e ligible  s pous e s , be caus e  th e  e ligible
spous e  is  on th e  re cord and our audit de m onstrate d th at e ligible  s pous e s  are  paid
w ith in th e  24-m onth  lim it.  Se cond, SSA be lie ve s  th at it w ould be  unfair to som e
surviving e ligible  s pous e s  to place  a 24-m onth  lim it on th e  pe riod of tim e  th e y
h ave  to apply for an unde rpaid am ount sole ly to h andle  an adm inistrative  s ituation
th at w ould rare ly occur.

O IG RESPO NSE

W h ile  w e  agre e  th at it is  pos s ible  for SSA to obtain th e  s am e  re s ult of corre cting
its  re cords  of unde rpaym e nts  not payable  to anyone  w ith out a re gulatory ch ange ,
w e  s till be lie ve  th at m ak ing th e  re gulations  cons iste nt for both  SSI e ligible  s pous e s
and oth e r spous e s  w ould be  adm inistrative ly e as ie r th an s e gre gating SSI e ligible
spous e s  w h e n corre cting th e  unde rpaym e nt re cords .  In th e  cours e  of our financial
state m e nt audit, w e  w ill e xam ine  th e  e ffe ctive ne s s  of th is  propos e d corre ctive
action and re cons ide r th e  ne e d for a re gulatory ch ange  at th at tim e .

                                                              David C. W illiam s
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Rona Rustigian, D e puty Dire ctor
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Ge ne ral’s Public Affairs Spe cialist at (410) 9 66-9 135.  Re fe r to Com m on
Ide ntification Num be r A-01-9 7-52006.
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